In this issue of Online Learning we present 10 articles researching MOOCs, administrative and leadership perspectives, faculty issues, and student issues, pedagogy, and support. These papers advance our understanding of online learning with insights from both national and international investigators using quantitative and qualitative approaches to inquiry.
The MOOC section continues with an article by Jamie Loizzo of the University of Nebraska, and Peggy Ertmer, William Watson, and Sunnie Lee Watson of Purdue University which attempts to provide a more comprehensive, explanatory account of MOOCs. In "Adult MOOC Learners as Self-Directed: Perceptions of Motivation, Success, and Completion" the authors investigate the perspectives of learners rather than those of administrators or faculty, as has been more common in prior research. Using interviews with a dozen participants in a recent MOOC the authors provide a deeper conceptual explanation of the adult learner MOOC experience. They do this by organizing the results into a framework that illustrated the similarities and differences in the subjects' perceptions of motivation, success, and completion. This framework may be useful to educators and instructional designers who develop and facilitate distance education environments, communities of practice, and social learning networks for adult learners.
The next section of the issue contains a new national study of online learning leaders by Eric Fredericksen of the University of Rochester. As online education continues to grow and mature it is increasingly common to have a single designated senior administrator to oversee efforts at the institutional level. In this paper the author does some of the important early work needed to identify and describe characteristics of these leaders, their institutional context, and the nature of their experience and qualifications. The paper begins to shed light on this new role and helps senior leaders to better situate and benchmark their institutional strategic goals and efforts in online education.
The following section contains two articles on faculty issues and concerns. The first is "Challenging Teachers' Pedagogic Practice and Assumptions about Social Media" by Helen Cartner and Julia Halla of Auckland University of Technology in New Zealand. In this study the authors address the issue of changing not only teacher knowledge of new technologies but also their practices. They propose to accomplish this by forgoing a technology-centric approach and substituting a guided, reflective, constructivist approach to professional development. In the paper the authors describe the process by which by which they encourage teachers to make a conceptual shift from what the teacher is doing to what the learner is doing during the learning and teaching process. They conclude that teachers do alter their assumptions about using social media and teaching practice after they engage in professional development activities that challenge their existing mental models.
The next article in this section is "Building Community in Online Doctoral Classrooms: Instructor Practices that Support Community" by Sharla Berry of the University of Southern California. In this paper the authors seeks to understand the faculty role in the development of community in a synchronous, online doctoral program in Education. Using qualitative data collection and analyses from course transcripts and interviews with students the authors conclude that faculty in the program studied here who create a warm and welcoming tone, use technology to create a personalized learning experience, and employ tools to engage all learners are more likely to develop a sense of community among students conducive to doctoral level education. Those developing new doctoral programs should take note.
The final section of this issue contains five articles on themes associated with students including formal and informal assessment of learning, cooperative learning approaches, selfregulation, and advisement. The first article in this section is "Exploring Digital Badges in University Courses: Relationships between Quantity, Engagement, and Performance" by Joseph Fanfarelli and Rudy McDaniel of the University of Central Florida. Arguing that digital badging is gaining momentum in higher education and using correlational methods with a small number of students in an exploratory study, these authors ask whether there is a significant correlation between the number of badges earned by a student and the learning outcomes expressed in the final grade in a course. These initial results suggest that badges are correlated with final grades and that stronger correlations exist among certain subgroups. The authors conclude that additional research is warranted to see if results are replicated with a larger sample and more rigorous designs that rule out pre-existing differences that may explain these early findings.
Are there simple, agreed-upon criteria by which to evaluate good teaching and learning in higher education contexts? With more than 6500 citations, one set of guidelines that has long been recognized is Chickering and Gamson's seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education. This concise framework reflects recommendations from a broad range of research conducted over decades. But do more recent efforts to assess online pedagogy in higher education align with these well-known principles? In "Evaluation Instruments and Good Practices in Online Education" Sally Baldwin and Jesus Trespalacios of Boise State University address this question by conducting a comprehensive review of the literature and analyzing twenty-eight different evaluation instruments currently used to design and review online courses in higher education. The collection of these instruments is highly useful and the authors do find differences among them relating to the inclusion of each of the seven principles. This article will be of interest to those seeking to ensure they have the right criteria in efforts to assess the quality of course design and instruction in online settings.
Students in online courses can struggle with the need to be more proactive, independent, and reflective in the absence of face-to-face interaction and the familiarity of classroom settings. These challenges can be grouped under the construct of self-regulation. In "Promoting College Student Self-Regulation in Online Learning Environments" Jacob Wandler and William John Imbriale of Michigan State University summarize the concept of a self-regulation, discuss its importance in undergraduate online courses, and review strategies that faculty can adopt to improve learner self-regulation in online college courses. This paper is useful for instructional designers and faculty seeking to improve their courses.
In "An Investigation into Cooperative Learning in a Virtual World using Problem-Based Learning" authors Vanessa Parson of the University of Sunderland and Simon Bignel of the University of Derby in the United Kingdom examine the use of Problem Based Learning (PBL) in in a Multi User Virtual Environment (MUVE). Citing the strong research base for this pedagogic approach and the complimentary nature of MUVEs for recreating a real-world environment useful for enacting PBL, the authors developed and tested a simulation in Second Life as a potential environment for online teaching and learning combining PBL and MUVEs. The consensus among the 19 higher education educators studied here was that the experience provided more immersion and engagement than traditional methods leading to potentially improved learning. The authors also provide qualitative analysis along four identified themes including technical issues, immersion, potential, and pedagogy. This study augments evidence from previous work conducted in pre-college settings adding to the possibilities of using PBL in higher education online settings.
